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INTRODUCTION

Department of Geography and Anthropology

DISCUSSION

Foundationally archaeology is defined as the scientific study of
material remains, uncovered through survey and excavation. Meaning
the field is dependent upon the accumulation of things: ceramics,
stone tools, natural material, historic artifacts, etc. Material is passed
through the hands of three groups within the study of archaeology.
Field technicians are involved in surveying, mapping, excavation, and
documentation (Figure 1). Lab technicians conduct artifact processing,
cataloging, analysis, and preparation for storage (Figure 2). Curators
deal with the storage and care of assemblages for extended periods
(Figure 3).

Kong Cheong began by explaining how the goals of the Pickett’s Mill
excavation were heavily influenced by its operation as an undergraduate
field school. Due to this, after excavation, the material was available to
students for undergraduate research and as a reference collection. This also
meant there was forethought in the field regarding lab work since students
were expected to participate in lab-based work in addition to the field
work. However, Cheong did admit that the long-term curation of the
material was not “in immediate consideration,” (Kong Cheong, email to
author, April 8, 2022). Overall, Cheong’s answers seemed to point towards
an existing cohesion between field and lab technicians.

Perspectives from these three groups make up the foundations for
research in this case. I have consulted with two individuals, Kong
Cheong (American University) and Kristine Schenk (University of
Georgia), to provide insight into the viewpoints of field technicians
and curators. I have worked on an assemblage from Pickett’s Mill, a
Civil War battlefield site located in Paulding County, Georgia, to be
prepared for curation at a state-recognized institution. This has
allowed me to provide a lab technician perspective to supplement the
other two. The goal of this research is to provide insight into the issues
lab technicians encounter in curation and better understand the
relationship(s) between the three groups. Additionally, there are two
main questions I hope to answer: how and to what extent does each
level interact with curation as well as what are the different problems
each faces in the curation process.

My interview with Kristine Schenk highlighted the goals of the facility and
the problems they encounter. She claimed, in general, there are two main
problems faced by curators: money and space. However, she made sure to
clarify that even though the issues can be discussed separately, they both
come down to money. In curation the only way to accept more collections
is to create space which requires more funding. One of the overarching
themes in our discussion was preservation and how the UGA facility works
to exemplify an archival set up as opposed to a museum level of curation.
This follows the “more product, less process” or MPLP theory that has
called for methodological changes to traditional curation and archiving.
This approach explains the differences I observed in the UGA and UWG
curation standards, as the former requires significantly less preparation
from lab technicians.

Figure 1: Excavation at Pickett’s
Mill. Courtesy of Terry G. Powis.

Figure 2: Isabella in the lab.
Courtesy of Terry G. Powis.

My experience as a laboratory assistant allowed me to pinpoint two main
issues faced in the process of curating a collection: affordability and
access. The latter problem was the first I faced in assembling and
organizing the collection. Due to the nature of the Pickett’s Mill collection
being used for teaching reference and student research, the material was
not well organized. The first two months of this process were focused on
obtaining as well as organizing all of the material from within the lab and
what Cheong had in his possession. This required coordination from
myself, Cheong, and Dr. Terry G. Powis, to ensure all material from the
original catalog was accounted for. After this, the focus became fulfilling
the curation standards set by either UWG or UGA. This led directly into
the second issue, cost, which has been the most consequential to my
research. Submission to both facilities costs upwards of $350 per box and
the Pickett’s Mill assemblage totals to eight boxes. This led my research
goal to shift from the eventual submission of the assemblage to simply
preparing the collection based on existing standards. Furthermore, the cost
of materials, such as bags with white block labels, further prevented what I
was able to achieve in the preparation of material.

MATERIALS & METHODS
My research began with the material excavated from the Pickett’s Mill
Battlefield site in 2006. I started by creating a rough catalog of what
material I had; around half of the metal detector hits, surface finds, and
ballistic materials. Following this I reached out to Kong Cheong, who
had in his possession most of the absent material. Once the material was
brought to KSU I worked on combining the divided collection and
matching the original catalog to what Cheong had updated for his own
research.
I then began looking into the process of curation, focusing on two
institutions with curation facilities: UWG and UGA. I first compared the
institutions’ standards to determine what would be required both in terms
of resources and funding. I discovered that while both institutions have
state recognized curation facilities their standards required different
changes to the original collection. For instance, the UWG standards
require all unstable diagnostic artifacts to be “stabilized through
electrolysis or placed in micro-environment” which was not required by
the UGA facility. However, UGA’s curation department stated artifacts
must be housed in polyethylene bags with white block labels, which
differed from the bags already used for the Pickett’s Mill artifacts.
Reaching out to the two institutions also provided me with a cost per box
for curation, with both costing around $350 per box.
The final step in this research was having conversations with
professionals to better understand perspectives within the field of
archaeology. I reached out to Kristine Schenk, the manager of the
archaeology laboratory at UGA. She agreed to answer questions, both
regarding UGA curation standards and her experience in the field. I
prepared a series of open-ended questions for a semi-structured virtual
interview. Next, I emailed Kong Cheong, due to his work on the original
Pickett’s Mill excavation as a field school student. I provided Cheong
with questions regarding his work as a field technician, which were
answered through an email thread. Throughout the process I also kept a
record of the problems I encountered and the issues I faced as a lab
technician to account for the final perspective on the process.

CONCLUSION
Figure 3: UGA curation facility.
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Based on my research I have come to two conclusions regarding the
relationships between the three levels of archaeology and the problems
faced by each. First of all, it is important to note that the majority of the
conversations I had with Schenk and Cheong illustrated a positive outlook
on the way they interact with the other levels. My own work echoes this
attitude, as many of the problems I encountered did not come from the
individuals I interacted with, but instead from monetary restraints on what
I was able to do. There are clear interactions between lab technicians and
the other levels because they serve as the second step in the process. The
only gap I can pinpoint is having more forethought in the field and lab
regarding the requirements of curation. If the goal in archaeology is the
long-term storage and preservation of material, it would make the most
sense to set this as a goal from the beginning of the archaeological process.
Regarding the problems faced in the route for curation, cost seems to be
the biggest issue that carries through all of the levels to some extent. This
includes the cost of materials for collection preparation, space for more
collections to be housed, and the actual cost of artifact upkeep in facilities.

